may be deemed a probable caufe of the difeafe, by which the poor family in my parifh has been afflidted. But, I fear, I have difcovered nothing, that will be fatisfadory to you.
T h e following is an anfwer to your queries. W ater.] T his they have taken out of a ditch, or pool of Handing-water, at their own door (as is com mon in this clay country.) W e have no fpring, or well, in the parifh.
Y y y
2B een]
Beer.] They have generally bought their beer at a public-houfe. But, in Auguft laft, the poor man brewed two bulhels of malt, in a large brafs kettle, which is very commonly let out to the poor. It is an old one, but belongs to a cleanly houfewife.
Bread.] W e have no rye. This family have been ufed to buy two bulhels of , or rivets, or bearded-mat, (as it is varioufly called in this county) every fortnight. O f this they have made their houfehold bread. This wheat they have bought of the farmer, whom I lodge with, who tells me, that laft year he had fome wheat , which he gathered, and threfhed feparately, left it fhould fpoil his Not that it was mildewed, or grown, but only di£ coloured, and fmaller than the other. This damaged wheat he threfhed laft Chriftmas; and then this poor family ufed no bread, but what was made of it, as likewife did the farmer's own family, and fome others in the neighbourhood. W e obferved, that it made bad bread, and worfe puddings; but I do not find, that it difagreed with any body. A labouring man of the parifb, who had ufed this bread, was affedted with a numbnefs in both his hands, for about four weeks from the ninth of January. His hands were con tinually cold, and his fingers ends peeled. One thumb, he fays, ftill remains without any fenfation.
Kitchen utenfils.] They have two fmall iron pots, which have long been in ufe. In thefe they boiled their pork, peafe, &c. They have likewife two brafs Jkilkts, rather old, in which they boiled milk, &c.
T he man tells me, they are in conftant ufe, and never
Peafie.] T hey have now and then eaten peafe and peafe-broth. Thefe they have always bought, as others do, at the (h o p : and they have never difagreed with any of the family, except only on Sunday, Ja nuary 10. T hree of the children were then fick after eating them ; but became eafy after they had vo mited.
Pork.] This, I find, they generally bought pickled, of the farmer, whom I lodge with. T h e farmer's family, and feveral others, have conftantly eaten it.
In this part of the country, there is a great deal of old ewe-mutton, killed between the firft of November and January, feme of which is very poor, and rotten, and is ufually fold at three halfpence, or perhaps one penny, a pound. In December lad, this family lived for three weeks, at lea ft, upon this mutton, of which they bought a quarter at a time, weighing feven or eight pounds, for one (hilling.
T h e man is fo prepoflefled with notions of witch craft, and is fo obftinate in his opinion, that I cannot excite in him even a defire of attributing this difeafe to any other caufe.
Since my laft letter to you, Mary, (aged fixteen) who fat for fourteen weeks in a great chair, and for feven days without any feet, or flefh on her leg-bones, has consented to have the bones taken off. She is now in b e d : the ablcefs is healing, and the feems likely to .do well.
T h e father's fingers are almoft healed. But he every day feels fevere darting pains in many parts of his body.
T h e mother lies in bed, with her leg-bones bare, which (lie will not fuffer to be taken off. H er hands are are ftill benumbed, but not blaek. Her fingers are contracted. T he reft of the family feem to be re covering perfect health. began at the toes, and advanced more or lefs, being fometimes continued even to the thighs j and that he had only feen one patient, who had been firft feized with it in the hand. H e adds, that he obferved, that this difeafe affeCted the men only and that, in ge neral, the females, except fome very young girls, were quite free from it. In the fame paper is mentioned, as a faCt well known to the academy, the cafe of a peafant, who lived near Blois. In this patient, a gangrene, at its firft attack, deftroyed all the toes of one foot, then thofe of the other, afterwards the remaining parts of both feet; then the flefh of both his legs, and that of his thighs, rotted off fucceffively, and left nothing but bare bones.
[ 532 ] * Secale corniculatum nigrum, mentioned as a poifon by
Hoffman.
T h e T h e gentlemen of the academy were o f opinion,, that the difeafe (of which M . Noel had fent an ac count) was produced by bad nouriihment, particu larly by bread, in which there was a great quantity o f ergot *. This fubftance is defcribed by M . Fagon, firft phyfician to the King, and is faid by him to be a kind of monfter in vegetation, which a particular fort o f rye, fown in March, is more apt to produce,, than what is fown in the autumn, and which often abounds in moift cold countries, and in wet feafons. H ow far it is true, that this fubftance was really the caufe of the French epidemical gangrene defcribed, I cannot determine. On comparifon, we find, that the prefent difeafe at W attifham, and that recorded by the French academy, do agree extremely in their effetfts. Flowever, it is now certain, that rye made no part of the nouriihment of the poor family at W attifham.
Although we undoubtedly excel the antients in the knowledge of poifons, yet a great deal of that fubjetf: ftill remains unknown to us. It will, therefore, be very difficult for us to difcover, to what caufe, or to what combination of caufes, fo uncommon a malady is to be attributed.
[ 533 ] * This degenerated rye is called ergot, from its rcfemblance to a cock's fpur. L X X X V I , Ob-
